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Summary 

Congress has debated the efficacy and constitutionality of federal regulation of firearms and 
ammunition, with strong advocates arguing for and against greater gun control. The mass 
shooting in Newtown, CT, along with other mass shootings in Aurora, CO, and Tucson, AZ, 
restarted the national gun control debate. The Senate had considered a range of legislative 
proposals, including several that President Barack Obama supports as part of his national gun 
violence reduction plan. The most salient of these proposals would (1) require background checks 
for intrastate firearms transfers between unlicensed persons at gun shows and nearly any other 
venue, otherwise known as the “universal background checks” proposal; (2) increase penalties for 
gun trafficking; and (3) reinstate and strengthen an expired federal ban on detachable ammunition 
magazines of over 10-round capacity and certain “military style” firearms commonly described as 
“semiautomatic assault weapons,” which are designed to accept such magazines. 

On March 21, 2013, Senator Harry Reid introduced the Safe Communities, Safe Schools Act of 
2013 (S. 649). As introduced, this bill included the language of several bills previously reported 
by the Senate Committee on the Judiciary: (1) the Stop Illegal Trafficking in Firearms Act of 
2013 (S. 54), (2) the Fix Gun Checks Act of 2013 (S. 374), and (3) the School Safety 
Enhancements Act of 2013 (S. 146). However, the Assault Weapons Ban of 2013 (S. 150) was not 
included in S. 649. From April 17-18, 2013, the Senate considered S. 649 and nine amendments 
that addressed a wide array of gun control issues, ranging from restricting assault weapons to 
mandating interstate recognition (reciprocity) of state handgun concealed carry laws. By 
unanimous consent, the Senate agreed that adoption of these amendments would require a 60-vote 
threshold. However, all but two of these amendments were rejected. But, a final vote was not 
taken on S. 649. 

While the House has yet to consider any of the gun control proposals debated in the Senate, on 
May 8, 2013, the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs approved a bill, the Veterans 2 nd 
Amendment Protection Act (H.R. 602), that addresses veterans, mental incompetency, and 
firearms eligibility. This bill would narrow the grounds by which beneficiaries of veterans’ 
disability compensation or pensions are determined to be ineligible to receive, possess, ship, or 
transfer a firearm or ammunition because a fiduciary has been appointed on their behalf. The 
Senate Committee on Veterans’ Affairs approved a nearly identical bill (S. 572) on September 4, 
2013. In addition, in December 2013, Congress approved a 10-year extension of the Undetectable 
Firearms Act of 1988 (H.R. 3626; P.L. 1 13-57). 

In July 2014, the Senate considered the Bipartisan Sportsmen’s Act of 2014 (S. 2363) that 
included several provisions intended to promote hunting, fishing, and recreational shooting. 
Supporters of gun rights or gun control filed a score of amendments. When a cloture motion was 
defeated on July 10, 2014, the Senate leadership postponed further consideration of S. 2363. The 
House Committee on Appropriations approved an FY2015 Interior appropriations measure (yet to 
be filed) on July 9, 2014, that includes provisions which are similar, but not identical, to those 
included in S. 2363. The House passed an FY2015 Energy and Water Development 
Appropriations bill (H.R. 4923) on July 10, 2014, that includes a provision that addresses civilian 
carry of firearms on public properties managed by the Army Corps of Engineers. The Senate has 
passed a companion bill (S. 1245), but it does not include a similar provision. In addition, the 
House amended and passed an FY2015 District of Columbia appropriations bill (H.R. 5016) on 
July 16, 2014, with a provision that would prohibit the use of any funding provided under that bill 
from being used to enforce certain District gun control statutes. 
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Developments in the 113 th Congress 

Like the 1 12 th Congress before it, the 1 13 th Congress has been left to consider whether gun control 
legislation would be an appropriate policy response to Newtown, CT, and similar “mass 
shooting” incidents. As described below, the Senate considered such legislation in April 2013, but 
it was not passed, while similar legislation has not seen the same level of action in the House of 
Representatives. In both chambers, Committees on Veterans’ Affairs have reported legislation that 
addresses the issue of veterans, mental incompetency, and firearms eligibility in July and 
September 2013. Congress also extended a ban on undetectable firearms for 10 years in 
December 2013. In addition, in July 2014, the House passed several amendments to 
appropriations bills, which are arguably supported by many gun rights advocates, while the 
Senate leadership tabled a bill, rather than consider a wide-range of firearms-related amendments. 



Newtown and Subsequent Executive and Legislative Action 

On December 14, 2012, in Newtown, CT, a 20-year-old male entered Sandy Hook Elementary 
School and shot 20 first graders and 6 adult staff members to death. He allegedly also shot his 
mother to death. According to press accounts, the firearms he used in the shooting included a 
5.56mm Bushmaster (M16-style) semiautomatic rifle, and two semiautomatic pistols, a 10mm 
Glock and 9mm Sig Sauer. 1 These firearms were reportedly owned legally by his mother, and 
were registered under Connecticut state law. 2 When first responders entered the building, the 
gunman, who reportedly suffered from profound mental incapacity, shot himself to death with the 
10mm Glock pistol. 3 According to a Connecticut State Medical Examiner, the shooter mostly 
used the Bushmaster rifle, reloading it with detachable 30-round magazines several times, to 
murder the children and staff at Sandy Hook. 4 “Dozens and dozens” of spent 5.56mm cartridges 
were found at the crime scene, along with additional, unused magazines filled with ammunition. 5 

Executive Branch Action 

In the immediate aftermath of Newtown, on December 20, 2012, President Barack Obama 
established a Task Force on Gun Violence under the leadership of Vice President Joseph R. 

Biden. On January 16, 2013, the White House released a document entitled: Now is the Time: The 
President ’s Plan to Protect our Children and our Communities by Reducing Gun Violence. 6 This 



1 Emily Flitter and Dan Burns, “Connecticut Gunman Had Hundreds of Rounds; Obama to Console Newtown,” 
Reuters , December 16, 2012. 

2 Ibid. 

3 Ibid. 

4 Paul Duggan, David A. Fahrenthold, and Steve Vogel, “Obama Speaks at Memorial in Shaken Town,” Washington 
Post, December 17, 2012, p. A1 and All. 

5 Ibid. N.B.: For greater detail on the number of shots fired and other aspects of this incident, see Report of the State ’s 
Attorney for the Judicial District of Danbury on the Shootings at Sandy Hook Elementary School and 36 Yogananda 
Street, Newtown, Connecticut on December 14, 2012, November 25, 2013. 

6 White House, Now Is the Time: The President ’s Plan to Protect our Children and our Communities by Reducing Gun 
Violence, January 16, 2013, http://www.wh.gov/now-is-the-time. 
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